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Lewis Wolpert is Professor of
Biology as Applied to Medicine at
University College London. He
originally trained as a civil
engineer in South Africa, but
changed to research in cell and
developmental biology in 1955.
His main contributions are
related to morphogenesis and his
concept of positional
information. He was for four
years Chairman of the
Committee for the Public
Understanding of Science. His
books include Malignant Sadness
— The Anatomy of Depression
(Faber, 1999) and The Unnatural
Nature of Science (Faber, 1992),
and he is the main author of
Principles of Development (OUP,
2002). He also writes a column
for the British newspaper ‘The
Independent’.
Why did you study civil
engineering? I was good at
maths and science and it seemed
the natural thing to do. Studying
science was not in my family’s
culture. I chose civil engineering
as it looked more elegant than
the other engineering courses,
like chemical and mechanical
engineering.
Were you a good student?
Mixed. In my final year we had to
design a water tower and a
bridge. The external examiner
made clear to me that the 
bridge I had come up with 
would fall down and the tower
leak, but he put his arm on my
shoulder and said I had the
general idea and passed me. 
In the finals, I was smart enough
to spot two errors in the papers,
and told the examiners they
could not fail me.
Which paper had the most
influence on you? Undoubtedly
“The mechanical properties of the
cell surface: I. The cell
elastimeter” by J.M. Mitchison
and M.M. Swann (Journal of
Experimental Biology 31,
443–460, 1954).
Why that one? I was studying
soil mechanics at Imperial
College but wanted to leave
engineering — perhaps it was not
sexy enough to attract the girls.
And then my close friend Wilfred
Stein read that paper, just in the
course of browsing in a library
before his wedding, and wrote to
me saying that working on cell
mechanics was what I should do.
I was very excited and Jim
Danielli at Kings College agreed
to my doing a PhD on the
problem of the mechanics of cell
division, and the Nuffield
foundation gave me a scholarship
— they were encouraging those
in the physical sciences to move
into biology. Curiously, as I write
this I am just about to go off to
the Institute of Theoretical
Physics in Santa Barbara for a
series of meetings bringing
physicists and biologists
together.
Are you pleased you changed?
It was the best decision I have
made. I love science, and the cell
and the embryos — they are
amazing and beautiful. For me
the cell is the ‘miracle’ of
evolution: after its emergence, all
the rest was easy, downhill all the
way.
Who are your heroes? I was at
university in South Africa with
Sydney Brenner, who has — at
long last — just got a Nobel Prize.
He set an amazingly high
standard and is brilliantly funny;
also, he helped me, rescuing me
when I really needed it. In 1968, I
had to give a major lecture at
Woods Hole on my new ideas
about positional information and
pattern formation. It was a
disaster, as they hated it and
would hardly talk to me. As
Sydney relates the story, he
found me the next day crying in
the water on the beach, but he
told me to ignore the critics and
that what I was doing was
interesting. I am forever grateful
for that.
My other hero is Archimedes,
who is probably the greatest
scientist ever. He applied
mathematics to problems like the
lever and hydrostatics for the first
time, and his originality is beyond
belief — he had no shoulders to
stand on.
You do quite a lot for the
media — why? I like performing.
I would also like the public to
understand that science is the
best way to understand the
world, and that it always goes
against simple common sense. I
worry that at school they are
never taught about peer review
and how science actually works,
or why randomised clinical trials
are necessary.
Are there not important ethical
issues related to science?
Very few. Science is not the 
same as technology and 
reliable science is value-free. 
All the fuss about cloning, 
genes and stem cells is little
more than moral masturbation —
and this keeps the public away
from the real issues, such as
child abuse.
Your ambitions? Understanding
the molecular basis of gradients,
how the chick embryo undergoes
gastrulation and the relation
between sadness and depression
— from which I have suffered —
and finishing my book on the
biology of belief. And I would like
to improve my tennis forehand so
that it is as good as my
backhand.
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